On Understanding and Its Significance to Translation — From the Perspective of Hermeneutics by 常文彩
学校编码：10384                              分类号_______密级 ______ 




硕 士 学 位 论 文 
On Understanding and Its Significance to Translation 
— From the Perspective of Hermeneutics 
从阐释学角度论理解及其对翻译的启示 
常 文 彩 
指导教师姓名： 胡 兆 云  教 授  
专 业 名 称： 英 语 语 言 文 学  
论文提交日期： 2 0 0 8 年 5 月  
论文答辩时间： 2 0 0 8 年   月  




答辩委员会主席：           
评    阅    人：           
 




































                     声明人（签名）： 



































  1、保密（  ），在   年解密后适用本授权书。 




作者签名：      日期：  年 月 日 





























 Throughout history, scholars in the translation circle at home and abroad have 
long held various and sometimes opposite views on the subject of translation, 
particularly when illustrating their translation theories. However, no matter how 
different their translation theories may be, all of them, without exception, will face 
the issue of how to validly understand the textual meaning. Further to this, their 
translation ideas and principles, more or less, have to touch on and even answer the 
following questions: Does the textual meaning exist? If the textual meaning does 
exist, can it be determined? Finally, how to properly determine the textual meaning? 
In fact, it is because of the different understandings of the textual meaning and 
various approaches to reaching the textual meaning that allow translation theorists 
and practitioners to form different schools. Hence, a probe into the understanding of 
textual meaning will be significant to translation studies.  
 Hermeneutics is a discipline that studies understanding and interpretation of 
textual meaning, and therefore has intrinsic relations with translation. This thesis will 
make a study of the translators’ understanding from the perspective of hermeneutics. 
There are two major developing stages of hermeneutics. One is general hermeneutics 
and the other is philosophical hermeneutics. This thesis will illustrate the 
significance of the thoughts on understanding from these two stages to translation, 
and describe both their positive and limiting influences on translation. 
 In general hermeneutics, the major representatives Schleiermacher and Dilthey 
think that understanding is a process of subjective reconstruction of the object. The 
readers should overcome their subjective restrictions to reconstruct the historical, 
social and personal context of the author and, in this way, to re-experience the 
author’s psychological process and grasp his intention, thus reaching the textual 
meaning. If those thoughts are applied to translation, it means that the translators 
should restrict their views and thoughts about the text, and make efforts to expand 
their background knowledge about the text and the textual author to access the 
textual meaning. On the one hand, both Schleiermacher and Dilthey ignore 
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though subconsciously, to modify their fore-understanding and to re-adjust it to the 
text, thus attaining the textual meaning in a more objective manner. 
 In philosophical hermeneutics, the major representatives Heidegger and 
Gadamer illustrate understanding from the perspective of ontology. Heidegger and 
Gadamer propose that understanding is not a humans’ cognitive activity, but merely 
the mode of their being-in-the-world. Gadamer asserts that understanding is a 
historical existence, and it is the process of the fusion of the horizons between the 
text and the reader. If these thoughts are applied to translation, it means that 
individual translators historically exist; hence it is justified for them to have different 
understandings of the same text. In this sense, the subjectivity of individual 
translators is highlighted. Also, the gaps among a translator’s horizon, the text’s 
horizon and the target context’s horizon entail that translating is interpreting. Yet 
translating is not free interpreting. It is controlled by the text’s horizon and a 
translator’s shared horizon. A translator’s shared horizon refers to the knowledge he 
or she shares with other members in both the source context and the target context. A 
translator’s understanding is the process that he or she constantly controls his or her 
unique horizon and expands his or her shared horizon to make it fuse with both the 
text’s horizon and the target context’s horizon as much as possible. In light of this, 
translation criteria also undergo some changes. Translation should not only be 
faithful to the source text but also to the target context. In addition, Gadamer’s 
thoughts on the hermeneutic circle, the temporal distance and the fusion of horizons 
also justify the existence of re-translation. Despite this, the relativism in 
philosophical hermeneutics also imposes an unfavorable influence on translation. 
By describing the understanding in translation from the perspective of 
hermeneutics, this thesis aims to inspire translators to better interpret the source texts 
and to produce relatively faithful translations. It also aims to enlighten translators to 
be able to have a better understanding of the understanding in translation, including 
its nature, its conditions, and the methods of validly understanding the source textual 
meaning.  
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0.1 Reasons for Choosing This Study 
 
 Translation is an encompassing study with a history of thousands of years. 
During this time, different scholars from different schools and different countries 
hold various and even opposite views, particularly when they discuss their 
translation theories. The following will make a very brief summary of these various 
opinions and then to comment on some representative examples. In this way the aim 
is to demonstrate why this study makes this thesis worthwhile.  
 Generally speaking, the history of translation studies in the west can be divided 
into three stages, namely: the development of translation theory dominant by 
philological norm, by structuralist norm and by poststructuralist norm. With regard 
to this, Xie Tianzhen says that “the contemporary translation study in the west 
undergoes three breaks and two turns”.（谢天振，2003：13; trans. by the author）
Chen Daliang further explains Xie’s words in this way: there is a linguistic turn and 
a cultural turn in the translation circle; the focus of translation study has shifted from 
linguistic equivalence to the translating act itself in the former shift, and then it shifts 
from the translation text study to the production and the consumption of the target 
text. After the second shift, translators begin to translate from the perspective of 
culture（陈大亮，2004：9; trans. by the author）. That is to say, at the second turning 
point, the dominant concern of translation theory shifts from the author of the source 
text to the translator of the target text. That is a tremendous progress in many 
respects and the most significant fact is that it stresses the proper role that translators 
should play in translation. Particularly, it prompts translators to walk out of the small 
and narrow world of the source text and to wander about the huge space of culture 
and society. That is very significant to translation study.  
 However, the emergence of popular translation studies and particularly the 
introduction of deconstructionist translation theory against the background of the 
cultural turn in the translation circle have incurred concerns too. Under the influence 
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rewriting and conquering appear. Some of the translation theorists begin to deny the 
existence of source textual meaning, or think the meaning comes from readers’ 
understanding and interpretation of the text. For instance, T. Todorov says, “a text is 
only a picnic where the author brings the words and the readers bring the sense.” 
(Eco, 1992: 24) Paul Valery also asserts that “there isn’t the meaning of the source 
text at all.” （安贝托·艾柯, 2005: 37; trans. by the author） Some other theorists 
deny the relations between the source text and the target text or even reverse the 
relations of them. For instance, some deconstructionists think that “without 
translation, the original text ceased to exist…the very survival of the original 
depends not on any particular quality it contains, but upon those qualities that its 
translation contains.” (Gentzler, 2004:145) Similarly, the representatives from the 
cultural approach think that the target text is independent and has no relations to the 
source text. They highlight the role that the target text plays in the target culture and 
assert that the focus of translation should be shifted to the following topics, such as 
how the translator manipulates or rewrites the text under the circumstance of the 
target culture and how the target text exerts its influence on the target culture.                      
 Those views make the author of this thesis wonder: if people say that the 
meaning of the source text is produced in readers’ understanding, and since different 
readers will have different understandings of the same text, which kind of 
understanding is correct? Are there any criteria to tell the correct understanding from 
the incorrect ones? If the source text depends on the target text in translation then 
why have practitioners at home and abroad for thousands of years bothered to 
painstakingly pursue an accurate and readable target text, why do theorists at home 
and abroad for thousands of years bother to furiously debate on how to make the 
target text faithful to the source text? What are the real relations between the source 
text and the target text? Is it necessary for both translation theorists and practitioners 
to be concerned about or concentrate on the translating process after a cultural turn 
happens in the contemporary translation circle?  
 Those questions are in the mind of the author of this thesis and make her think 
over and over. Eventually, she comes to conclusion that a probe into meaning, 
particularly a study on how to acquire the valid meaning of the source text will give 
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